Cultural ideals: Changes in patterns of knowledge (from the point of view of reading history) by Monok, István
CULTURAL IDEALS: 
CHANGES IN PATTERNS OF KNOWLEDGE 




The present study started out by posing the question: what reasons might lead to 
the success of Hungarian intellectuals who were schooled in Hungary and who 
later emigrated to the West. From among the possible answers, we examined one: 
education and reading culture in Hungary was more complex in a given period than 
in Western Europe. We consider whether or not this answer is persuasive.
Based on the results provided by basic research in reading history in Hungary in 
the early modern period, one can safely say that the culture of experts in Hungary 
was more heterogeneous, and these experts constantly revisited traditional sources 
and kept them alive. On the other hand, in terms of the depth of professional knowl-
edge and the level of concentration on a given fi eld they were lagging behind their 
contemporary colleagues in Western Europe. This situation produced a dual eff ect: 
experts in Hungary had a stronger sense of tradition and they looked for transitional 
solutions due to the lack of the latest technical development and literature. Out of 
the Hungarian context, however, they produced outstanding achievements thanks to 
the more heterogeneous nature of their expertise.
Keywords: Central Europe, Hungary, Early Modern Period, Book History, Read-
ing History, Memory History, History of Intellectual Movements
There are a number of permanent elements in general thinking and discourse which 
could historically be considered as topoi. These topoi were formed in diff erent his-
torical periods and were reinforced or weakened by the “gravitational force” of the 
institutional system of any given period, along the lines of material and political 
interests. One such topos is the one often cited and reinforced by folk wisdom and 
also by the Bible (“no man is a prophet in his own land”) when referred to intellec-
tuals who left Hungary and became exceptionally successful in their new environ-
ment. To prove this, Nobel Prize winners are cited who were schooled in Hungary 
but became world famous somewhere else. We also bring up examples where a 
Hungarian country doctor becomes outstanding in diagnostics in the international 
arena after moving abroad. We can carry on and bring up examples, the list is long.
What is the reason behind this success? Is leaving behind a poor professional 
background (poor because there is a lack of books, instruments and recognition) 
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where one of the dominant national character traits is to pull each other back is, 
what provides the energy for emigrants or is it due to the need to prove them-
selves in a foreign environment and to provide for their families? Studying the 
readings of intellectuals and more broadly those of the general population of the 
Hungarian Kingdom and Transylvania in the early modern period one is tempted 
to say that reading history can also provide an answer to this question. Of course, 
it is not the only possible answer because there is no such thing as the exclusive 
answer. On the other hand, the key to this question off ers food for thought for us 
living now, both choosing to leave or stay in our homeland.
Not counting the individual studies made by a few outstanding historians who 
pointed out the importance of the issue, institutionally organized research into the 
sources of the readings of intellectuals in the early modern period started almost 
four decades ago in 1979.1 Because of this, the books of more than two thousand 
private or public libraries have been documented from the two centuries after the 
Battle of Mohács (1526) and almost as many from the eighteenth century. These 
book lists from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries have almost all been pub-
lished, while only selected documents from the eighteenth century are available.2 
These sources become even more interesting when compared to the ones repre-
senting the same documents of the Western European cultural communities.3
The fi rst observation comes as a natural consequence of the state of the Hun-
garian and Transylvanian publishing, namely from the fact that very few books 
came out in the Carpathian basin in the above mentioned period (16th-18th cen-
turies). Let me mention a few fi gures to illustrate the diff erence. In the sixteenth 
century, almost 150.000 titles were published in German speaking territories sim-
ilarly to French and Italian regions. The same fi gure in Hungary and Transylvania 
together was not even one thousand. The number of all the European titles in the 
same century was around half a million while in the seventeenth century the en-
tire European book titles went up to one and a half million while the correspond-
ing number in Hungary and Transylvania together did not reach six thousand. 
This latter number radically rose in the eighteenth century and reached more than 
twenty thousand. One cannot help but draw sad conclusions from these compar-
isons but if we take the fi gures provided by the database produced during the 
abovementioned basic research, we can fi nd some facts to console us. Contempo-
rary booklists and library catalogues, in fact, show us that 7-8 % of the European 
book production in the sixteenth century was present in the Carpathian Basin 
at the time. Unfortunately, this rate went considerably down by the end of the 
eighteenth century. Since then, the amount of books from European sources that 
has reached the Kingdom of Hungary or – since 1924 – Hungary has remained 
insignifi cant.4 One can also add to this relatively favourable rate in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries that until the fi rst third of the seventeenth century new 
European books arrived in Hungary just one or two years after their publications. 
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Therefore, we can safely say that then intellectuals in our region were alert to 
what was going on in Europe even when they were in arms. (Let us not forget 
that the Kingdom of Hungary and Transylvania were at constant war in the six-
teenth and the seventeenth centuries and several times during these centuries, 
the whole country suff ered military campaigns.) In the history of reception, this 
up-to-datedness diminished in the seventeenth and especially in the eighteenth 
century when the products of the intellectual trends in Western Europe reached 
the Eastern countries of the Holy Roman Empire more and more belatedly. (It 
would be very interesting to study the reasons for this but that would divert us 
from our present topic.)
It follows from the statements above that the sources of reading history ren-
dered unambiguous and full of meaning the conclusions drawn from the history 
of the system of educational and cultural institutions, namely that the culture 
of Hungary and Transylvania, or more broadly that of the peoples in Central 
Europe, was of a receptive nature. This phenomenon, which came about in the 
Middle Ages in a matter of fact way when Christianity was adopted belatedly, got 
reinforced in the early modern period. When, after King Mathias and the Jagiel-
lonian dynasty, the Hungarian Kingdom lost its role as a power player in Europe 
all chances were lost for building an institutional system suitable for a country in 
power position within the history of European culture. This institutional system 
would have allowed intellectuals in this region to create an intellectual output 
that would have been more than a mere follower of West European trends. I mean 
intellectuals “from this region” and not “Hungarian” intellectuals since the scien-
tifi c and cultural organizational output of the royal court in Buda during the reign 
of King Mathias and the kings of the Jagiellonian dynasty, which was measurable 
on a European scale, cannot be attributed exclusively to Hungarian Humanists or 
even Humanists living in Hungary.5
In Hungarian history and cultural history as well, it is a fact that the country 
has not been independent economically and politically until today. It all started in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries when the Hungarian Kingdom was torn 
apart and had no king who would have lived in the country or a royal court within 
the country until the end of the political institution of kingdom in 1924. In the 
21st century, the independence of a small country is a relative phenomenon only.
At the same time the receptive nature of our culture provided a kind of open-
ness for acquiring the output of other cultural and ethnic groups (not yet nations) 
and the knowledge of more than just someone’s learned profession. Interdiscipli-
nary was, therefore, a coded basic value that was adopted by the intellectuals in 
Hungary, in part out of necessity, due to the lack of books and the rarity of new 
books.
At the present stage of research, thorough and long studies and analyses of 
sources on reading history exist only for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
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while basic research is sporadic for the period between the eighteenth and twen-
tieth centuries, occasionally with penetrating case studies. Therefore, let me cite 
here the general conclusions one by one concerning the two centuries after the de-
feat at the Battle of Mohács in 1526. I will compare the validity of these conclu-
sions based on sources with the knowledge we have from the periods afterwards.
I mentioned how small publishing industry was in this period. However, one 
can draw many conclusions from the changes that occurred linguistically and 
as far as the contents of these small numbers of newly published books are con-
cerned. Studying the volumes of our retrospective national bibliography (Hervay 
Ferenc,6 Borsa Gedeon,7 Péter Katalin,8 Holl Béla,9 Tarnóc Márton,10 V. Ecsedy 
Judit,11 János Heltai,12 Csaba Csapodi13) one can notice a tendency towards secu-
larization in the second half of the sixteenth century. The following fi fteen years 
continued this tendency but after the destructions caused by the Fifteen Years 
War (Long Turkish War) and due to the fact that the Protestant churches became 
orthodox pushed into a defensive position by the organized re-catholization one 
can notice a re-theologizational process in the seventeenth century. The sources 
studied so far also pointed to this tendency. When one studies the reception of 
European intellectual trends, we can state that the nature of the reception changed 
from up-to-date in the fi rst decade of the seventeenth century to 30 years lagging 
behind by the end of the century. Disregarding some outstanding intellectuals and 
aristocrats, this belatedness grew even more pronounced by the eighteenth cen-
tury, not to mention the fact that mainly books in Latin were read right after they 
were published. These books in Latin were either theological tracts or translations 
(translations were by defi nition made after the book was written) since most of 
the ethnic groups by then used their own languages to write books.
A similar tendency can be seen when studying the contents of the books pub-
lished in the Hungarian Kingdom and in Transylvania.14 It is true that in Transyl-
vania the proportion of Latin books was smaller among the publications than in 
the Hungarian Kingdom (where the offi  cial language remained Latin until 1844). 
The proportion of Latin books imported to both countries grew from the second 
half of the seventeenth century, which means that, besides the fact that the new 
discoveries in science were generally written about in modern languages, more 
and more old books were bought since these were cheaper and written in Latin.
Readings became archaic from another point of view as well: the books pub-
lished in Hungarian were in the eighteenth century also books by Antique authors 
or at times by writers of the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries or contempo-
rary theological pieces for daily religious practice. Anyone reading in Hungar-
ian therefore did not necessarily learn anything up-to-date. It is symbolic that 
Antonio Guevara’s Mirror for Princes was translated at the end of the sixteenth 
century (it was considered contemporary then). This book was accompanied by 
translations of several contemporary pieces (Justus Lipsius, King James, Georg 
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Ziegler etc.). The same books were translated again even at the beginning of 
the eighteenth century and were cited by our politicians of the Reform period 
at Parliamentary debates in the fi rst half of the nineteen century. As late as the 
second half of the nineteenth century, in the twentieth century or even after 1989, 
lectures on history were held in the Hungarian Parliament, when moralising An-
tique authors were cited not in a scholarly manner or precisely, disregarding the 
numerous MPs who had left their university chair or academia to be politicians. 
(Let us not think, however, that by now Parliamentary speeches were modernized 
in a way that intelligent politicians represent the interest of their clients from a 
pragmatic standpoint using the expertise of ars politicae. Archaism is gone by 
now, but modern political thinking has not appeared. The political arena is dom-
inated by people who have never been forced to provide for themselves and their 
families using the profession they learned. After graduation, their careers began 
in high positions thanks to political connections.) 
However, let us not rush forward in time and let us return to the changes of 
cultural ideals that occurred around turning points in diff erent stages of reading 
history. By the beginning of the early modern period or the fi rst decade of the 
sixteenth century an institutional system conform to that of Western Europe were 
formed in the Hungarian Kingdom. The density of this system, however, was 
not up to the level of the institutional system in Western Europe. The number 
of parochial schools radically grew and there are examples (e.g. in Székesfe-
hérvár and Buda) where a university graduate was hired as a priest. “Humanist 
schools” were formed in towns. A good example of this is the Szalkai Codex 
(The School of Sárospatak). More and more members of middle clergy were 
university graduates,15 certain prebendaries had staff  members who had been to 
Italy (e.g: the Prebend of Gyulafehérvár). Libraries were founded to store the 
written part of European heritage some of which were considered very modern 
at the time. Let me refer here to the 24 Parochial Brotherhood of County Szepes 
(Fraternitas XXIV plebanorum civitatum regalium), established at the end of the 
fourteenth century,16 which founded a library that became the public library of 
Lőcse at the beginning of the sixteenth century. Another example for this in the 
kingdom of Hungary is the public library of the town Pécs, which was established 
in 1477 from the generous donation of György Handó.17 Andreas Hess installed 
his press in Buda in 1473. The next offi  cina was established in Brassó only in 
1525 but in between these two dates Hungarian patron church offi  cials and aris-
tocrats ordered many books from Venice, Augsburg, Basel or Hagenau but also 
elsewhere.18 Transitional forms of biliophilia were also known as incunabula and 
early publications were highly valued but hand copied and illustrated codices 
were held in the highest esteem. The ideal for learning at the turn of the fi fteenth 
and sixteenth centuries was deeply personally religious. To put it in a diff erent 
way, the tradition of Saint Augustine’s Confessions or Saints Bernard, Francis or 
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Claire or the tradition of the Fraternity movement in the fourteenth and fi fteenth 
centuries, the tradition of Imitatio Christi, the tradition of confraternitas, were 
all alive in the Hungarian Kingdom even more so with the spread of Protestant 
ideas19 as well as Humanism with its linguistic and philological message and 
Christian philosophy (Erasmus). Hungarian language profi ted from this dual tra-
dition (not independently from the infl uence of Jan Hus although Husitism played 
no part here). The Protestant turn in the sixteenth century happened very fast 
because the school and educational ideals outlined in the Protestant Principles, in 
Martin Luther’s Sendbriefs or in Philipp Melanchthon’ s university lecture were 
based on this dual tradition. In the fast spread of Protestantism, the breakdown of 
the hierarchy of the Catholic Church was also instrumental which was partly due 
to the fact that a great number of the high clergy found their death at the battle of 
Mohacs. The intellectual trend that helped the peaceful co-habitation of diff erent 
denominations and aimed at unifi cation against the Turks (Turkish Empire, not 
Islam) was always popular in Hungary or Transylvania. It is conspicuous how 
up-to-date the presence of European intellectual trends was: Irenic thoughts in 
theology, Christian Neo-Stoicism in Philosophy, the thought of Unio Christiana 
in Political Theory and plans to expel the Osman Turks in political practice were 
all thoughts acceptable or desirable for aristocrats or gentry pursuing intellectual 
professions or for townsfolks. The scientifi c crisis of Western Europe20, the ap-
pearance of Sceptic thoughts due to the fact that the phenomena of the discovered 
New World could not be grasped in the traditional Antique or medieval terms, 
which made it necessary that a new scientifi c model, a New Organon must be 
devised, all this scientifi c discourse only sporadically appeared in the Carpathian 
Basin. However, the change in the logic system, the new applied logic of Petrus 
Ramus or Bartholomäus Keckermann can mostly be detected in education, in 
the change how the knowledge transmitted at school was arranged. All this was 
topped by Jan Amos Komenský with his personal presence and educational and 
school programme (Orbis pictus). 
From the middle of the seventeenth century the turning points of the major Euro-
pean thoughts and history of mentality were transmitted in the Hungarian Kingdom 
or Transylvania as the teachings of a “spiritual father” (such as Erasmus, Melanch-
thon, Justus Lipsius, or David Pareus) but through the infl uence of authors of the 
second rank, the direct disciples or university professors. Let me bring here one ex-
ample: Horst Dreizel created a typology based on the teachings of the key thinkers 
in Protestant ethics from Melanchthon to Pufendorf21, from the Protestant Ethics of 
late Humanism to the deep religiousness of the early enlightenment through the 
Aristotelian and Platonist tradition. When checking the names of the abovemen-
tioned authors in the database of the readings available in the Hungarian Kingdom 
and in Transylvania we have very few matches while we can fi nd the names of the 
followers and disciples or opponents of these philosophers in the database.
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The turning point around 1670 in the European history of science22 had its 
impact in Hungary already half a century late and appeared at the same time as 
the ideas of early enlightenment transmitted by the Germans. In history, this is 
the period between the two great power pacts, the Peace of Westphalia and the 
end of the War of the Spanish Succession. In Hungarian history, this is the period 
of the Tartar invasions (1658–1717), which changed the ethnic composition of 
the country, the military campaigns that resulted in the expulsion of Ottoman 
Turks from Hungary (1664–1699), the Imre Thököly Uprising as well as Ferenc 
II Rákóczi’s War of Independence (1703–11). A page in history was, once and for 
all, turned here. This also brought along the destruction of a signifi cant number 
of educational and cultural institutions.
An important element of the change in educational ideals is the successful 
reform the Catholic Church carried out after the Council of Trent and the imple-
mentation of a Catholic school system (by Jesuits and Piarists). This latter was so 
successful that, for the fi rst time in history, they managed to found a university 
in 1635, which has been active ever since. With the Piarists, a modern change 
occurred at schools similarly to the one that took place in Western Europe in 
academia. With the birth of new science models the importance of certain disci-
plines increased. Philosophy, history, geography and modern languages replaced 
theology in the forefront of academia. Rational scientifi c thinking was in the fo-
cus, which made the supporters of traditional educational ideals focused on faith; 
religion and theology choose diff erent types of orthodoxy along the dual lines of 
personal devotion and humanism, which resulted in the reinforcement of intellec-
tual trends such as pietism and Jansenism. On the other hand, on the side of ratio, 
scientifi c thinking became dominant. (Lutherans schools followed this trend fast 
especially thanks to Mátyás Bél’s activity at the Lutheran Lyceum in Pozsony and 
later on at the College of Reformed Church in Debrecen in the 1740s.)
On the side of ratio the secularisation of science also moved forward23 but this 
secularisation could not take place in the Hungarian Kingdom or in Transylvania. 
Here the population was poor and there were very few books available. There 
was no active book trade, therefore people were more dependent on the institu-
tional collections (of schools or of the church or of other public institutions) and 
in Transylvania on the private libraries of the land–owning aristocrats of the area 
until as late as the beginning of the nineteenth century24.
 Another factor which one has to bear in mind when studying educational ide-
als is language, the lingva franca of Western Europe on one side and the ver-
nacular languages of the cultural communities of the Hungarian Kingdom and 
Transylvania on the other side. Latin language as well as Christianity provid-
ed the basis for European culture from the collapse of the Roman Empire in 
800 A.D. and the compromise made between church and secular powers. The 
school system was built on this basis within which the institution of universitas 
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emerged in the eleventh century, and the network of book culture (copying work-
shops, libraries, then publishing houses and later the book trade were established. 
The key confl ict in the deepening of Christianity was that devoted believers need-
ed their mother tongue for their prayers and for learning about their faith as op-
posed to the church as an institution where Latin was the language used. Towns-
folks and later on rulers also realized that vernacular culture is also a cohesive 
force just like belonging to a commonly shared religious community. Some kings 
initiated a program to develop vernacular culture to counter the Catholic Church 
(as did Henry VIII in England). The process ended in the French Revolution but 
it took place diff erently in diff erent regions.
In the Hungarian Kingdom and Transylvania but also in the entire Central Euro-
pean Region (Europe Between/Zwischeneuropa) the church played a completely 
diff erent role in the early modern period than in the West. The church, therefore, 
could not be excluded by the news of the French Revolution from shaping edu-
cational and cultural ideals. It was the churches, often seriously understaff ed (see 
the institution of licenciation or appointing laic priests as well as György István 
Tóth’s image about the illiteracy of priests25), who held the communities together.
The Lutheran Church kept the Lutheran Hungarians and Slovaks together26 
and there were Slovaks who joined the Reformed Church, although not in great 
numbers.27 In Transylvania, language diff erences refl ected the ethnic divide. Until 
the nineteenth century, there were very few Hungarian Lutherans, the same way, 
as there were very few Saxons or Romanians among the Calvinists.28 The high 
clergy of the Hungarian Catholic Church in the eighteenth century had to meet 
the requirements of universal Christian principles, their family traditions (mainly 
aristocratic ones), they had to meet the expectations of the country and they were 
supposed to be loyal to the king. Their role was manifold as was their church. 
Therefore, the society’s judgement about what the churches stood for was also 
complex. One can talk about the secularisation of science and educational ideals 
with great caution up until the middle of the nineteenth century.
In the changes of Western European cultural trends one could always detect a 
return to the Antique or the early Christian roots. Including Jewish culture into 
the Western tradition took place late in the second half of the eighteenth century 
(Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Moses Mendelssohn) in spite of the oeuvre created 
by Johann Reuchlin and his associates as well as the collegium trilingve. This 
reinterpretation always took the form of a new critical publication of the pieces 
written by Antique authors or the Church Fathers. These newer and newer edi-
tions were available in the libraries of the Hungarian Kingdom and Transylvania 
and the newer editions were in deed read as is shown in the philological study of 
the not so numerous Hungarian translations.
Following Western examples, a little belatedly, Hungarian language started to 
be valued as a part of the educational ideals. Besides using Hungarian in monas-
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teries as well as for translations, Humanist scholars set out to study Hungarian in-
fl uenced by Erasmus. At the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries prot-
estants were, in fact, oriented towards the vernacular and set out a programme to 
translate the books of the classical authors into Hungarian, with no delay after 
these were published abroad, as a way of receiving Western intellectual trends 
and catching up with Western nations. The seventeenth century brought a turning 
back with regard to this as well. A vernacular programme would not be planned 
again until the last third of the eighteenth century when it did yield some results. 
In Transylvania, however, this process took place in a diff erent way since here the 
language of administration was Hungarian and not Latin. Unfortunately, fi nancial 
support was little, therefore, the effi  ciency was not great. The libraries in Tran-
sylvania, however, had more books in Hungarian than the ones in the Hungarian 
Kingdom.
The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries brought a new turn with a new period 
of reinterpretation. Not because many text variants were unearthed, like in the 
fi rst half of the sixteenth century. Not because the new discoveries broke down 
the models we had had from Antiquity as it happened at the turn of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. Revisiting our Antique heritage was aimed at resolv-
ing the contradiction between culture and civilisation, or human and scientifi c. 
This process was long starting with Bartolomé Las Casas through Voltaire to the 
aesthetics of Schelling and the “distant lands” of the Romantics. This reinter-
pretation defi ned the cultural tastes of several generations from Lessing through 
Schiller and Novalis to the Schlegel brothers and contributed to the Greek infl u-
ence to be included into our “Kulturheimat” with the discoveries of the Byzan-
tine relics from the period of the Ottonian Dynasty at the end of the eighteenth 
century.
I fi nd it very important to stress that each new reinterpretation had a deep im-
pact on its period. Authors did not just reinterpret the past but past were integrat-
ed into the educational and cultural ideals of the present.29
In his ground-breaking book on the ideals of Hungarian education and cul-
ture,30 Gyula Kornis provided a typology. He also described the confl icts in taste 
and in politics along the lines of economic interests. Those who wanted to mod-
ernize the society by loosening feudalistic obligations, by extending the use of lit-
eracy and by implementing reforms in state administration were of the Habsburg 
royal court. By doing this, they forced in the background the values and the in-
terests of the champions of vernacular education in culture. These latter ones 
included aristocratic families, high clergy, town bourgeoisie or educated gentry. 
Those who stressed the importance of the values provided by classical education 
in Latin criticised the import of Western intellectual trends translated into modern 
vernacular languages when the ones carrying classical values could not yet be 
read in vernacular. It is important, however, to note that beside classical ideals 
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the new technical development and science also gained ground. Kornis calls this 
new Humanism because in it, German and Hungarian Neo-Humanism met sci-
ence. This period reinforced the belief that scientifi c, technical and technological 
thinking could replace the other, non-rational humane side. (The same thought in 
an extreme form appeared many times at the end of the twentieth century and at 
the beginning of the twenty fi rst century. It even became dangerous since rising 
politicians who replaced the old political elite used it for their fake pragmatic and 
fake modernist rhetoric to cover up their own lack of learnedness.)
As far as the number of published books is considered, there was a relatively 
fast growth from the second half of the eighteenth century with more and more 
books being written in vernacular, especially in Hungarian. When the books read 
are considered, one notices that the strata of society who were readers were grow-
ing farther and farther away from each other. Aristocratic libraries in the period 
between 1750 and 1830 can be considered modern from a linguistic and thematic 
point of view if the Western European model was what you call modern. On the 
other hand, if the readings of schoolteachers in villages both in Catholic counties 
such as Vas,31 Veszprém-Zala,32 and Bihar33 or in a Calvinist one such as Bereg34 
are considered, they are far from being up-to-date. The libraries of smaller edu-
cational institutions are poor and out-of-date. The collections bequeathed to these 
libraries did increase the holding and improved the level as far as contents went 
but could never make the library modern or up-to-date. (This is the case with 
libraries now in Hungary.)
More books, more books in Hungarian and the very slowly widening circle of 
readers posed a problem for the champions of traditional values in the Hungarian 
Kingdom. It was not simply due to the fear the church had that they would lose 
their capacity to control educational ideals. It depended on the authors but the 
fact that already in 1792 Vazul Alexovics, Pauline father, university lecturer and 
a little later in 1832 Antal Laszkalner, Prebend of Veszprém wrote about this35 
indicates this process. The enlarged edition of the latter tract (1848)36 is a piece 
in the history of Philosophy in Hungary, which has not been fully recognized 
for its merits since apparently the author knew the contemporary, or near con-
temporary trends in German ontology and epistemology. Therefore, his critique 
on not choosing readings well and his guidelines to reading was not motivated 
by the church’s point of view. Menyhért Palágyi37 at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century continued this tradition even if he did not refer to Laszkalner when 
he emphasized how important it was to use methods in teaching reading, which 
was not experimental but based on tradition (this has mainly been disregarded 
by methodologists these days). The emergence of functionally illiterate masses 
now in Hungary and in the world in general is the direct result of the unfounded 
experiments in teaching reading and writing in the 1980s. Palágyi put it in the 
following way in 1904: “To be skilled in silent reading fi rst you have to learn 
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reading out aloud. The same way to master the skill of thinking to yourself fi rst 
you have to learn how to think aloud and to attribute meaning to audible or vis-
ible signs. Therefore, if someone has not learnt in their childhood how to read 
meaning into audible signs then they cannot reach phases of their life when they 
manage to think while immersed in themselves without any creation of signs.” 
38 In nature there are no leaps, there will not be any in the age of robots. It is not 
by chance that audio books are so popular with not necessarily only people with 
weak eyesight. However, let us return to the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries.
With the Napoleonic era, traditional European culture, based on the compro-
mise of power between the pope and the emperor, ended. The church slowly lost 
control of educational and cultural ideals by the middle of the twentieth century, 
even in the Central European region. The carrier of Hungarian educational and 
cultural ideals became the Hungarian language, but the orientation towards clas-
sical Antique values remained until Communist times even among those who did 
not follow the traditional Humanities type schooling. French being lingva fran-
ca for a short time did not get socially accepted on all levels and stayed within 
the sphere of the aristocrats and elite intellectuals. German, however kept and 
even reinforced its role in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as the channel 
through which our region received the latest results in technical civilisation or 
trends in major European intellectual ideas. More and more people in Hungary 
paid attention to the products of English civilisation, following in Sándor Bölöni 
Farkas’ or István Széchenyi’s footsteps. Some of our national classical authors, 
such as Mihály Vörösmarty, or János Arany,39 built up quite a Shakespeare cult. 
Despite all this, until now there has not been direct English infl uence in the Hun-
garian Kingdom or Hungary (due partly to the indiff erence on the English side.)
The industrialisation of publishing made open access to culture for the bour-
geoisie. Books were published in great number and became cheaper. This change 
was Janus faced and has remained ever since. One can make use of technological 
development and one can abuse of it. The feudal right of jus usi et abusi has still 
persisted even if we label them with adjectives such as “democratic” or “open so-
ciety”. From the middle of the nineteenth century in the Hungarian Kingdom, as 
well as in Transylvania, and especially from the Austro-Hungarian Compromise 
of 1867 the press had a more and more important role in changing educational 
and cultural ideas. If a circle of intellectuals wanted to spread its own ideas of 
quality, they could. An example for this was the series entitled “Good books” 
with which fi rst rate novelists such as Mór Jókai, Kálmán Mikszáth, and others 
wanted to counteract the impact of popular fi ction (besides seizing a good busi-
ness opportunity for themselves and for the publishers.)
Unfortunately, media (journalism reinforced with the radio, television and 
in part with the options provided by the internet) became an ally to power and 
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replaced church entirely. Media gave up its freedom if ever there has been free 
press independent from its owner. Publishers in Hungary today all say that pref-
erence in reading is shaped by the press. It requires a great deal of investment 
to counteract its impact, which is rarely a profi table enterprise. Publishing is an 
enterprise to produce profi t. If European intellectuals would like to protect Eu-
rope from phenomena such as les mémoires brulées then they should make sure 
that media is free and independent from its owners and it does not serve their 
purposes.
The Information Age with economic globalisation in the background off ers 
many opportunities for creating new ideals for culture and education. At the same 
time, it also carries many dangers and traps. A lot of us know the book by Archi-
bald MacLeish “America Was Promises” (1939) which was translated into Hun-
garian and published in 1972 in a diff erent context than the one it was written in 
and we Hungarians must have read it in a diff erent light at the time (“De captu 
lectoris habent sua fata libelli”). I believe a lot of us in the world share the same 
worries and concerns as everyday people in America who believed in a dream and 
then were let down in great numbers. The internet is also a “promise”, a tool of 
power. It is rather risky to base cultural ideals on it. Maybe if we had the time for 
“re-readings or re-evaluations”: all texts from Antiquity onwards digitalised and 
posted on the internet in new critical editions – a nice vision few of us nurture. In 
the meantime, we are faced with the fact that the World Wide Web is defi nitely a 
business, its developers shape it according to their professional and information 
technology purposes. On the other hand, it is becoming a more and more impor-
tant tool for the exercise of power. The idea or “the promise” the internet set out 
with that it is democratic and helps democratisation has proved wrong during its 
short, twenty-fi ve-year-long existence.
Let me return to the aspects of reading history in the changes of cultural ideals. 
If one studies the book collection of an intellectual in Hungary in the second part 
of the nineteenth century or between the two World Wars, then one can say that 
these were more complex thematically than the library of a lawyer in Paris in the 
sixteenth century. A French lawyer then could fi nd for himself a bookshop on rue 
Saint Jacques that specialized in legal books. He could therefore build for himself 
a specialised library. He became a true expert but in the meantime, his cultural 
horizon became rather narrow. If we consider Hungary today one can hardly fi nd 
such specialised bookshops. A Hungarian lawyer of not only the sixteenth cen-
tury but also from the 1930s could hardly realize such a goal so easily. On the 
other hand, because we have been lacking specialised books, we have read a large 
range of books. From the second half of the seventeenth century we can present 
examples for this, doctors, physicists or astronomers. 
I fi nd the results of surveys concerning reading habits noteworthy for Hungar-
ian society. Unfortunately, we have not had such a survey in recent years. These 
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surveys should be reinstated like the PISA survey, which measures the effi  ciency 
of education. There was such a study in Hungary in 1976 that was followed by 
surveys once a decade until the Big Read project in 2005. These surveys show that 
Hungarian society is not ready for a new cultural ideal. Changes like this require 
centuries. We do experience fast, even too fast technological development and the 
interests behind it will drive humanity into war. Humans do not evolve, neither 
do societies. Or if they do they do it at a much slower rate than technology. The 
result of the Big read project in 2005 in Hungary was that the most popular novel 
was “Egri csillagok” (Stars of Eger). Many intellectuals were rather unhappy 
about this result at their media events and would have preferred a more modern 
book. On my part, I fi nd it rather reassuring since it shows we have something to 
build on. Among the 100 most popular Hungarian authors there were very few 
contemporary writers in 2005. If we study the novels on the popularity list, the 
message is clear: intellectuals should not cut themselves off  from the society they 
live in for nice ideals. The theory of literature (as well as contemporary critique) 
is more the theory of theory and not the theory of literature. Therefore, writers 
write for theoreticians (and maybe for themselves). History is more based on 
opinions than sources (I know that a source is what used to be an opinion as well) 
and now we have the theory of justifi cation: memory history.40 Economic theories 
are slowly becoming the theory of theories and as economists say do not refer to 
“real economy”. The “science of pedagogy” is bent more on self-refl ection than 
fi nding solutions for everyday educational concerns although it could really help 
if it would not disregard it (and would pay more attention to and rely more on 
the history of ideas). Media referring to “media sources” organize and hold au-
todafes, and drag people through the mire more cruelly than inquisition has ever 
done instead of looking for sources and teaching young journalists how to read 
sources. In a world where everything has been lowered to and controlled by infor-
mation, administration and power technique, intellectuals should re-read all cues, 
which have led us to the twenty-fi rst century. Communities which have been 
abandoned by their intellectuals (priests and teachers) disappear and the peoples 
of Europe have been abandoned by them. In 2005 Hungarian society gave us a 
sign that they prefer the novelist Géza Gárdonyi (1863–1922) who worried about 
the lives of his protagonists Vicuska and Gergő or the Humanist Magda Szabó 
(1917–20007) who conversed with his father in Latin or the novelist Áron Tamási 
(1897–1966) who was mourning the emigration of Ábel, his protagonist. It would 
be high time we understood this message.
The present study started out by stating the question: what reasons might ex-
plain the success of Hungarian intellectuals who were schooled in Hungary and 
who later emigrated to the West. From among the possible answers, we examined 
one: education and reading culture in Hungary has been more complex in a given 
period than in Western Europe.
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Based on the results provided by basic research in reading history in Hunga-
ry in the early modern period one can safely say that the culture of experts in 
Hungary was more heterogeneous, they constantly revisited traditional sources 
and kept these alive. On the other hand, in terms of the depth of professional 
knowledge and the level of concentration on a given fi eld they were lagging be-
hind their contemporary colleagues in Western Europe. This situation produced a 
dual eff ect: experts in Hungary had a stronger sense of tradition and they looked 
for transitional solutions due to the lack of the latest technical development and 
literature. Out of the Hungarian context, however, they can produce outstanding 
achievements thanks to the more heterogeneous nature of their expertise.
To sum up the conclusion of the present study in one sentence let me state here 
that there is no creative knowledge without having some general non-profes-
sional knowledge as well. Alternatively, if there is, then that kind of knowledge 
is suffi  cient for one or two fl ares, but not for continuous renewal. There are no 
leaps in human nature (as we saw there is a reason behind learning to read by syl-
lables), which is to say that without a suffi  cient amount of facts known actively, 
one’s thinking will narrow down and one will have little innovative thinking even 
if one knows where to fi nd these facts. The counterpoint of the “orthodoxy” of 
humanities and the “modernity” of science, re-visited in each period, has by now 
become an artifi cially maintained enmity as viewed by intellectuals today and 
dictated by power circles. As for its educational and cultural ideal, the latter one 
has embraced the slogan of global culture at a point in time when a small penin-
sula-continent (Europe) is incapable of establishing its consensus europaeus or 
citing an example from another culture, the peoples of Islam and their social stra-
ta are unable to create a commonly shared thought form or cultural ideal. Merging 
masses of people of diff ering cultural background has about the same potential: 
none at all. However, let us be optimistic, humans will solve this problem too.
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